
W
ITH the  knowledge-based 
economy depending on re-
search, innovation and en-
terprise to thrive, many uni-
versities around the world 

have become increasingly involved in a third 
mission: Engaging in entrepreneurship activit-
ies. 

In the past decade, a growing number of aca-
demics have been actively involved in this third 
mission, even as their traditional missions, re-
search and teaching, remain important for their 
KPIs (key performance indicators).

In Singapore, like elsewhere, the third mis-
sion has yielded tangible dividends, with univer-
sity scientists developing innovative products 
that not only have commercial potential but also 
benefit the community, such as technology that 
can 3D-print a bathroom unit within a day, or an 
imaging probe that allows for earlier detection 
of acute kidney failure.

The benefits of the third mission are cer-
tainly not to be scoffed at, since academic enter-
prises can stimulate economic activity, generate 
jobs, provide additional sources of financing for 
universities and build ties between universities 
and industries.

The manufacturing sector here, for example, 
has become globally competitive because of the 
close  partnership  between  universities/re-
search institutes and the industry, as noted by 
Deputy Prime Minister Heng Swee Keat at a con-
ference on materials for advanced technologies 
in June.

Despite the benefits, a university’s third mis-
sion often comes with its own set of challenges, 
especially for enterprising scientists who still 
have to teach and research at the university, 
even as they strive to generate commercial out-
comes from their research.

And trying to balance research and entrepren-
eurship may be tricky business for some scient-
ists at a time when universities are preoccupied 
– critics would even say obsessed – with global
university rankings. 

These rankings often place an inordinate em-
phasis on evaluating universities’ research out-
put. In the Times Higher Education World Rank-
ings, one of the world’s most-recognised rank-
ings, research and citations contribute to 60 per 

cent of a university’s performance.Teaching 
measures account for just 30 per cent.

The irony is that enterprising scientists who 
are keen to have their inventions or innovations 
patented may not be able to publish their re-
search findings.This is because once their find-
ings become part of the public domain, the re-
search is no longer patentable. Hence, a re-
search scientist’s unpublished findings – even 
though they might address an important med-
ical or social need – may not be counted as part 
of the university’s research output by the vari-
ous ranking bodies.

Despite such inherent tensions between a 
university’s two missions, a study I published 
with my colleagues in 2015 found that pursuing 
research excellence and promoting research 
commercialisation did not have to be achieved 
at the expense of one or the other. This is espe-
cially so if the university has a culture which sup-
ports its faculty’s enterprising aspirations. 

STARTUP ASPIRATIONS 
Such aspirations include the setting up of the re-
search scientist’s own venture (startup aspira-
tions), promoting technology transfer from the 
university laboratory to industry (industry-sci-
ence aspirations), and pursuing patents and li-
cences for the research outcomes. 

The study found that research scientists 
viewed scientific productivity, in the form of en-
gaging in research (the second mission), as vital 
to his/her industry-science aspirations. 

Higher levels of scientific productivity tend 
to make the researchers feel more confident of 
their scientific abilities, a sine qua non for suc-
cessful commercialisation of activities.

Conversely, an academic who has not en-
gaged in intensive scientific research may not 
feel confident of his/her ability to commercial-
ise research, since such low engagement is un-
likely to lead to breakthrough findings with com-
mercialisation potential. 

In patenting, a scientist’s ability to patent-pro-
tect his research or invention is both highly de-
pendent on the novelty of the research results 
and the usefulness of the invention, such as the 
case in which a team of researchers from the 
Nanyang Technological University (NTU) found 
a way to turn durian seeds into a food stabiliser 
and probiotics.

In the study, the participants were required 
to complete an online questionnaire to assess 
their enterprising aspirations.

They were asked to respond to statements or 
questions such as “My professional goal is to be-
come an entrepreneur”, “How likely will you en-
gage in contract research with industry?” and 
“How likely will you apply for a patent over the 
next five years?”.

The responses were rated between one (dis-
agree to a large extent/unlikely) and seven 
(agree to a large extent/likely).

Based on the responses, research scientists 
who were more productive in releasing their 
findings also had higher levels of startup aspira-
tions and industry-science interaction inspira-
tions, the study noted.

It also found that stronger enterprising 
norms at the department level in a university 
would help strengthen the enterprising aspira-
tions of the research scientists’ in the depart-
ment.

Hence, while universities continue to keep an 
eagle eye on rankings – since that is what all 
other stakeholders are doing too – they should 
continue to encourage and facilitate entrepren-
eurship activities, even if this may not be accor-
ded as much weight in the rankings. This may in-
clude setting up dedicated units, such as what 
the NTU has done. Its innovation and enterprise 
arm, NTUitive, helps its scientists to take their re-
search outcomes to the marketplace and also 
manages their intellectual property assets; the 
Nanyang Technopreneurship Centre offers tech-
nology education to nurture a culture of innova-
tion and entrepreneurship activities. 

Given the important role that a university’s 
third mission can play in helping industries to 
come up with innovative solutions for the 
myriad of challenges we face today, from ageing 
to climate change – perhaps the day is not far off 
when it will be given due consideration in “rank-
ing” a university.

❚ The writer is an associate professor at
Nanyang Business School, Nanyang
Technological University Singapore. The
research mentioned in this article is co-authored 
with Truls Erikson, a professor at the University
of Oslo and Mirjam Knockaert, an associate
professor at Ghent University, Belgium.

By Brian Tait

M ICRO, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) are a vital contributor 

to a country’s gross domestic product (GDP). This is particularly true 
for South-east Asian countries where these entrepreneurs contrib-

ute up to 40 per cent of the region’s GDP and employ nearly 70 per cent of the 

workforce.
In Singapore, MSMEs are an integral part of the enterprise scene making up 

99 per cent of companies and employing 72 per cent of the workforce in the 
city-state. The smallest of SMEs, MSMEs (or micro-enterprises) typically refer 
to firms with fewer than 10 employees and very limited capital.

Despite the importance of MSMEs, there remains a significant financing gap 
for smaller businesses. Research conducted by consulting firm McKinsey & Co 
showed that 51 per cent of MSMEs in South-east Asia face a financing gap of 
some US$175 billion. This is driven by the belief that MSMEs are riskier due to 

limited or no credit history and have less financial experience and backing. 
Stuck between micro and corporate loan plans from financial institutions, 
these companies are often driven to seek funding from alternative lenders. 

This is one of the factors that has contributed to the rise in fintech credit 
options ranging from balance sheet business lending and invoice financing to 

crowdsourcing and P2P (peer-to-peer) lenders. In line with the tenacious and 
driven nature of these entrepreneurs, 68 per cent of MSME owners are recept-
ive to loans from lenders outside of the traditional financial services industry. 

But MSMEs face significant limitations to securing these types of loans, es-

pecially when using them to achieve sustainable business growth.

MORE CHOICE, GREATER RISK
Many non-traditional lenders promise greater flexibility and less stringent 
qualification requirements for loan applications. These benefits come with 
some risks, such as harsh penalties for borrowers who fail to pay on time or in 

full. Following a number of scams uncovered in mid- 2017, the Chinese govern-
ment enacted stricter laws to combat the fraud. 

The high interest rates at which loans are sometimes granted can eat into a 
company’s cash flow, an issue that is already pressing for MSMEs. In some 

cases, these lending platforms do not allow reprieve from the scheduled pay-
ment plan or take into account the complexities of running a small business, 
such as delayed customer payments. Products like these can promote irre-
sponsible financial behaviour and create a vicious cycle that traps MSME own-
ers in debt. 

CURRENT STATE OF CUSTOMER PROTECTION REGULATION
Given the value MSMEs contribute to national GDP, it is imperative that local 
governments and businesses combat negative lending practices and find 
ways to address the financing gap. 

Many countries in South-east Asia are taking steps to regulate the space. In 
Singapore, the Ministry of Law passed new regulations in November 2018, 
adding further restrictions to money lending. In Indonesia, Otoritas Jasa 
Keuangan also extended its regulation by controlling licences for digital 
lenders. 

But these legislative efforts do not address the formidable funding gap for 
MSMEs. To help improve access to finance and positively impact small busi-
nesses, it is necessary to look further than regulation. Increasingly, we are see-
ing that the potential to bridge this gap lies in the intelligent and collaborative 
application of technology. 

Machine learning (ML) has made significant strides in recent years and has 
an important role to play in advancing access and financial inclusion. In the 
financial sector, ML is accurately predicting payment behaviour and informing 
safeguards to protect the end user. And this only represents a start – if prop-

erly implemented, technology can help support the development of positive 
financial behaviours and fundamentally improve the lives of customers. 

New technologies can also help build healthy financial behaviours and sup-
port responsible lending practices. The ultimate goal should be to help these 
entrepreneurs leverage their digital financial footprint and build up their cred-

itworthiness. This can mark the beginning of the journey out of the poverty 
cycle and away from being trapped by alternative lenders. 

PARTNERSHIPS – THE FUTURE OF FINANCE
A collaboration between fintech and traditional financial services providers 

can create opportunities to bridge the financing gap for entrepreneurs. Part-
nering fintech allows banks to mitigate the risks of individuals having no previ-
ous credit history. When run through ML algorithms, large-scale alternative 
data from different ecosystems such as mobile money transactions and cell 
phone signals can be used to create a bespoke financial identity for a cus-

tomer. 
Partnerships of this nature can provide banks with high visibility over his-

torically unmapped markets on platforms that are scalable, fast and secure. 
This will also enable banks to take a more active role in MSME empowerment 

and protection. 
With the increasing sophistication of fintech providers, more financing op-

tions are available to business owners all across South-east Asia. Most import-
antly, these alternatives will be offered by a highly regulated and con-
sumer-centric industry, supplying MSMEs with a regulatory safety net so that 

they can concentrate on what matters most – growing their business. 

❚ The writer is CEO of JUMO Asia

Research and entrepreneurship
can  be bedfellows 

Shaping the future of 
MSME finance to help
small businesses thrive

William Chen, 
director for NTU’s 
food science & 
technology 
programme, and 
research fellow 
Jaslyn Lee, used 
durian seeds to 
develop a natural 
food stabiliser 
enhanced with 
probiotics. 
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Research  and teaching  feed  into university rankings,  but attention should be  paid to pursuing  
enterprise.  This  links  academia with  industry,  and  stimulates  economic  activity.  BY FOO MAW-DER
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